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At least six protesters were killed during the latest outbreak of social unrest in Bolivia.
Demonstrations, strikes, and roadblocks have almost paralyzed the country and caused food
shortages in several cities. Demands for changes in government policies are becoming more strident
with some sectors calling for President Hugo Banzer to step down. Although protests are frequent in
Bolivia, this is being called the worst unrest since military rule ended in 1982.
On Sept. 26, the Asamblea Permanente de Derechos Humanos de Bolivia (APDHB) said the
disturbances had resulted in six deaths, with nearly 100 people injured and 26 arrested. Banzer
was forced to call off an official visit to Japan because of the escalating crisis. On Sept. 27, the
government warned that it would end the roadblocks, "whatever the costs." "Tolerance has run
out," said Information Minister Manfredo Kempff after a meeting with Banzer and the commanders
of the armed forces and the police.
The government is hampered in responding to the various demands because it lacks the financial
resources but also because it failed to deal with social problems as they arose during the process of
implementing unpopular economic reforms and measures to modernize the state. Now, the social
upheaval that has paralyzed Banzer's "new Bolivia," which he vowed to extricate from the drug
trade, is exacerbating the already difficult economic situation.
In New York for the UN Millennium Summit in early September, Banzer met US President
Bill Clinton and appealed for more aid and trade with the US, saying without more assistance,
campesinos would be tempted to return to coca production. In recent years, Bolivia has reduced
the amount of land devoted to coca cultivation by more than 50%, and Banzer has pledged to end
illegal coca growing by the end of his term in 2002 (see NotiSur, 1997-08-08). But Bolivia's success in
reducing coca growth has contributed to the country's social problems by eliminating about US$500
million from the economy.
Clinton praised Bolivia's success in reducing coca production and promised to "try to develop" a
plan to increase economic cooperation, trade, and anti-drug cooperation. During the current fiscal
year, Bolivia is slated to receive an additional US$110 million to alleviate any problems caused
by the implementation of Plan Colombia (see NotiSur, 1999-10-01, 2000-09-08). Most of that is
earmarked for alternative-development programs in rural areas susceptible to coca growing.
"The Bolivian crisis is acute and will not be solved by magic," said Enrique Garcia, president of
the Corporacion Andina de Fomento (CAF), at a meeting in La Paz in early September. He said
with 30% unemployment, the highest on the continent, and a small-scale economy, overcoming the
difficulties would not be easy. Bolivia's per capita income of US$950 per year is one of the lowest in
the region.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 4

LADB Article Id: 53718
ISSN: 1060-4189

Nationwide protests encompass many issues
The latest protests began Sept. 5, when about 3,000 students began a 75-km march from the southern
city of Oruro to La Paz to demand increased funding for the university in the department of Potosi.
Once in La Paz, the students clashed with police who tried to disperse them with tear gas and
rubber bullets.
On Sept. 13, both the urban and rural teachers unions went on an indefinite strike, demanding a
50% wage increase and improvements in the public education system. "Teachers are tired of earning
US$85 a month," said Ramiro Cuentas, head of the urban teachers confederation.
The next day, the Confederacion Sindical Unica de Trabajadores Campesinos de Bolivia (CSUTCB)
joined the protest. The campesinos are demanding changes to the law governing the Instituto
Nacional de Reforma Agraria (INRA), which they say threatens small farmers. They are also calling
for the creation of a university for small farmers, more agriculture credits, and insurance for rural
workers.
Pedro Villca, CSUTCB secretary de Asuntos Agropecuarios, said government commitments made
last April, including passage of legislation to annul the water law (Ley de Aguas), have not been
kept (see NotiSur, 2000-04-14). Roadblocks began to appear in several areas of the country on Sept.
18. Coca growers from the Chapare region in the department of Cochabamba began to mobilize to
protest the presence of the army in their area.
The coca growers oppose the construction of three army posts in the Chapare, which are to be built
with US financing. They also are demanding an end to forced eradication of coca fields and greater
investment in alternative crops to compensate for coca losses.
Evo Morales, head of the organized coca growers, said the government has ignored growers'
demands. The government said eradication is "non-negotiable," although it has promised to
facilitate better marketing of agricultural products, pave local roads, give technical assistance to
municipalities, and guarantee human rights. The roadblocks cut off traffic among Bolivia's largest
cities: La Paz, El Alto, Santa Cruz, Cochabamba, Sucre, Potosi, and Oruro.
The government responded by sending 3,000 army troops and police to clear the highways and
roads. "We are not going to allow a handful of intolerant teachers and coca growers to continue
causing serious damage," said Government Minister Guillermo Fortun Suarez. Troops have had
little success in clearing the roadblocks, however, as protesters quickly return after the military
move on and set up barricades again.
On Sept. 26, the Comite Civico por La Paz joined the protests, and called a strike for Sept. 27. Guido
Meruvia, leader of the group, said they are opposing the sale of 50% of the shares of the Cooperativa
de Telefonos de La Paz (COTEL). Meanwhile, three wells belonging to Chaco company in Santa
Cruz, part of the BP-Amaco consortium, have been occupied by campesinos demanding improved
roads, and the group Indigenas Ayoreos y Chiquitanos is protesting at a camp of the Bolinter
company, a subcontractor for Enron-Shell.
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As protests intensified, Pino Arlachi, executive director of the UN Drug Control Program (UNDCP),
arrived in Bolivia to announce that the UNDCP would give Bolivia more money for eradication in
the coming three years. He justified earmarking part of the money to construct military posts in
the Chapare, saying they were necessary "so the Army can play a preventive role" and support the
elimination of coca. "If we do not have a force for moderate coercion to prevent traffickers from
returning to induce the cultivation of illegal coca, we will not achieve our final goal," he said.

Compromise elusive
"We will not negotiate under pressure," said Fortun. "We will also remain firm on the issue of coca.
We will continue eradicating, because only 2,090 hectares more need to be eradicated to meet our
goal for 2000." So far this year, 5,409 ha have been eradicated in the Chapare.
Banzer's pledge to eliminate all illegal coca by 2002 will only leave 12,000 ha of coca in Los Yungas,
used for traditional and medicinal purposes by indigenous Bolivians. Morales has called for
allowing a minimum of 0.8 ha per family to be grown legally. "This proposal is unacceptable because
it would mean authorizing 6,400 ha of coca that would be used to produce 25 tons of cocaine," said
Agriculture Minister Oswaldo Antezana.
Through mediation by the Catholic Church, representatives of the protesters and the government
met Sept. 23-24. But the impasse regarding coca eradication, construction of military bases, and
teachers' salaries doomed the attempt at dialogue.
On Sept. 25, the government reacted to the two-week-long teachers' strike by declaring their posts
vacant. "We will hire retired teachers or other professionals so that classes can resume," said
Education Minister Tito Hoz de Vila. Kempff warned striking teachers that if the conflicts continued
the government would consider canceling the school year two months early.

Calls for Banzer to step down
Vilma Plata, head of the Federacion Departamental de Maestros Urbanos de La Paz, was arrested
Sept. 26 on charges of sedition and inciting violence. She called for Banzer's resignation and for
reprisals against teachers who returned to work.
In recent days, the Confederacion de Campesinos, the coca producers, teachers, factory workers,
and the Coordinadora del Agua de Cochabamba called for the president to resign, as did leaders of
several small parties and Deputy Guillermo Bedregal of the main opposition party, the Movimiento
Nacionalista Revolucionario (MNR).
Minister of the Presidency Walter Guiteras rejected the call for Banzer to leave office early to end
the unrest. "Those who ask for the resignation of Banzer are assaulting democracy," said Guiteras.
"If they assault the apex, they threaten the whole pyramid. If Hugo Banzer goes, democracy goes,
those are the rules of the game."
On Sept. 26, the government accused the MNR, headed by former President Gonzalo Sanchez de
Lozada, of instigating the present conflict. While Carlos Calvo, president of the private enterprise
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organization Confederacion de Empresarios Privados de Bolivia, did not support the call for Banzer
to resign, he criticized the government, saying the conflicts are the result of its "arrogance and shortsightedness" in not admitting that the problems are the product of the economic crisis.
Oscar Olivera, the head of the Coordinadora del Agua de Cochabamba, said modifying policies
being implemented in Bolivia was more important than a change of government. "Like all social
movements, this one also has a political content, but one that depends on true democracy," Olivera
told the Inter Press Service news agency. "The idea that this could end in a change of government
worries us, because what would come later, a Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada? What we want is not an
immediate change of government but a change in the people's economy. We cannot continue to live
under our present conditions." [Sources: El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 09/14/00, 09/15/00; Spanish news
service EFE, 09/03/00, 09/08/00, 09/11/00, 09/13/00, 09/15/00, 09/22/00, 09/26/00; Notimex, 09/03/00,
09/08/00, 09/13/00, 09/14/00, 09/19/00, 09/20/00; CNN, 09/06/00, 09/21/00, 09/24-26/00; Reuters,
09/17/00, 09/23/00, 09/25/00, 09/27/00; Associated Press, 09/24/00, 09/27/00; Inter Press Service,
09/25/00, 09/27/00; Clarin (Argentina), Los Tiempos (Bolivia), 09/27/00]
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